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POEM
Brasilia
Sylvia Plath

Will they occur,
These people with torso of  steel
Winged elbows and eyeholes 

Awaiting masses
Of  cloud to give them expression,
These super-people!
And my baby a nail
Driven, driven in.
He shrieks in his grease

Bones nosing for distance..
And I, nearly extinct,
His three teeth cutting

Themselves on my thumb
And the star,
The old story.

In the lane I meet sheep and wagons,
Red earth, motherly blood.
O You who eat

People like light rays, leave
This one
Mirror safe, unredeemed

By the dove’s annihilation,
The glory
The power, the glory.
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ABSTRACT

This critical study looks at the city of  Brasilia which was established during the period 
1957-60. The capital of  Brasil was moved from Rio de Janeiro and located in the centre 
of  the country. The study aims to examine the urban design of  this city. The Pilot Plan 
as it became known, was designed by Architect Lucio Costa. The city, largely inspired by 
the Le Corbusier movement, stands monumental at Brasil’s core. It was a city 
symbolising new hope, ambition and a reflected an often corrupt and complicated
 political climate. This study examines; the history of  Brasil, a look into old cities and 
symbolic codes and examines in detail the nature of  the Pilot Plan. The city has been the 
subject of  much debate and criticism and this dissertation will look both at the positive 
and negative 
attributes of  this New City. It will analyse the practical layout and also examine the 
sociological factors which led to its inception and well as what governed the awe 
inspiring aeroplane design. The study will conclude with a summing up of  observations 
and question what can be learned from the Pilot Plan and perhaps how even a city of  the 
future could be improved.
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‘It is through art, and through art only, that we can realise our perfection; 
through art and art only that we can shield ourselves
 from the sordid perils of  actual existence’
                                                              Oscar Wilde

Mankind’s achievements are impressive. We have the ability to launch people into outer 
space, dive deep beneath the mysterious waters of  the ocean and explore the complex 
workings of  the human body. We entertain ourselves with great works of  theatre, 
writing and art. Our potential is as infinite as the vast regions of  space. Science has taken 
new directions in recent times and the mysteries of  the undiscovered universe are been 
unravelled as is the genetic architecture of  our bodies.

With the good, comes the bad. We are just as capable of  been destructive. During the 
Industrial Revolution man’s excitement and endeavor created squalors, pollution and 
excess which we are perpetuating to this day. On one hand we create and explore, but on 
the other we become occupied with less intellectual pursuits, creating a kind of  
automated society. This results in that break down of  community, isolation and increases 
in mental health issues. Financial crisis of  recent days are a harsh reminder of  the price 
to be paid.

The Metropolis is the fulcrum of  all these ambitions. People exist together, we are 
social creatures. We choose to live in a villages, towns and cities. The huge metropolis is 
a sparkling jewel which show-cases man’s achievement. It twinkles at night but 
underneath there is a darker presence, crime, poverty and isolation.

In this dissertation I aim to look at the subject of  The New City, namely, Brasilia. Town 
Planners and Urban Designers have come together to create a utopia, in these new cities. 
They are tackling issues, not just simple layout of  streets and shops but in a 
philosophical sense. They attempt to establish a cityscape which compliments its r
esidents, creating a happy and productive urban settlement. Town Planners are faced not 
only with these issues, but also environmental factors and sustainable considerations.

I have chosen Brasilia, the new Capitol of  Brasil as my main case study. I will examine 
Lucio Costa’s extraordinary Pilot Plan and attempt to analyse how it has succeeded. It 
has been a subject of  criticism in the past and in this study I will look at the factors that 
led to Brasilia’s construction as well as how the city operates on a human level.

It is impossible, when talking about Brasilia, not to mention the tour de force of  creative 
talent that created this city. Oscar Neimeyer’s monumental architecture dominates the 
urbanscape in a unified cohesive way, whilst Roberto Berle Marx’s landscape punctuates 
the urban network fulfilling the attempt at a shaded garden city. 

Brasilia rose from the terracotta clay of  North Central Brasil in three years. Construction 
was unrelenting and a cloud of  arid dust remained in the air for that period. Once the 
dust settled, a new metropolis was revealed. It was the pride of  Brasil and the symbol of  
political ambition and a new place for government. Its modernist style announced to the 
world, Brasil was indeed a country of  strength and one to be looked at with respect and 
admiration. 

This dissertation will examine the process involved, the build up to Brasilia’s 
construction, the working of  the city and sum up with concluding observations.
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Before I embark on a study of  Brasilia’s Pilot Plan I feel it is important to contexualise it 
in a historic sense. Historians, Engineers, Architects and Mathematician have throughout 
time attempted to calculate an order of  the cosmos. Astrology, philosophy and science 
are linked in their differences to discover the proportions of  man to those of  nature and 
in turn relate them to building and geometry. 

When we look at ancient cities such as Rome and monumental buildings throughout the 
globe we can see how they relate to an Axis Mundi. This axis, symbolises the world’s na-
vel. It is a point where a structure or object connects sky and earth. It is the point where 
the four compass directions meet.

Axis Mundi has been applied and adapted in all manners of  cultures and Religions. The 
Buddhists use the statue of  the seated Buddha with legs crossed and arms resting in 
a meditative pose. The posture represents the relation between man and the universe 
which Buddhists believe lead to a state of  Nirvana where man is at one with the uni-
verse.

In Christianity the Axis Mundi is interrupted in a different way. Great Gothic Cathedrals 
reached for the Heavens with dramatic arches and windows. The higher the Cathedrals, 
the closer to God. The vertical axis in the cruciform plan represents the union between 
earth and heaven whiles the horizontal conveys the union of  one person to another.

In its simplest form it can be a tree. It stands tall and reaches skyward. In this sense it 
can relate to modern day sky scrapers which reach for the sky. Whether or not they are 
reaching for God is another question, more likely profit.

Relating this to Brasilia there is clearly a strong axis mundi present. The plan is almost 
cruciform with the monumental axis in the centre where people meet, socialise and are 
linked by transport infra structure.

Moving further ahead, the Italian Engineer, Architect and Writer, Vitruvius wrote a 
collection of  ten books under the title De Architectura. His theory proposed, a structure 
should exhibit three main qualities; firmital (solid), utilatas (useful) and venustas 
(beautiful). His studies of city plans were founded on the eight part wind rose. This 
basically took inspiration from the natural occurrence of  wind movement.  By tracing 
the direction of  the wind and its strongest gusts, he was able to apply this to an 
astrological thinking. 

This is interesting as it suggests the design of  a city is not simply about creating grids 
of  streets and housing, but it relates to a greater thinking. The ancient burial grounds of  
such places as New Grange in the Boyne Valley in Ireland, were designed with incredible 
insight. Here there is an opening above the entrance which leads to the furthest burial 
chamber. On the longest day of  the year the sun is able to penetrate the entire burial 
passage and illuminate the interior chamber. 

Vitruvius also is known for his theory of  the ‘Vitruvian Man’. This is image is 
commonly recognised as been adapted by Leonardo da Vinci (1487).  Here Vitruvius 
relates the human form, that of  a male enclosed in a circle and square. Both poses relate 
to the surrounding shape. What we are offered here is a geometric connection between 
man and the classical orders of  Architecture. The analysis of  proportion is detailed and 
open for interpretation, but in essence the Vitruvian Man, represents the correlations of  
ideal human proportion. The outstretched hands relate to his height, while the length of  
the hand can be deemed as one tenth of  a man’s height.

What this suggests is that man is aesthetically proportioned, therefore so is nature and 
buildings should follow. The idea of  a city plan, when related to this theory, may dictate 
the correlation of  main axis routes to the length of  the residential span as in the case of  
Brasilia.

The Italian Architect, Andrea Palladio (1508-1580) took his inspiration from Roman and 
Greek Architecture. In particular he was influenced by Vitruvius. Palladian Architecture 
represents symmetry, classical values and perspective. His works are highly inspirational 
and such buildings as Villa Rotunda, embody architectural geometry and aesthetic 
balance. 
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Moving further ahead, it is worthwhile mentioning, Frank Lloyd Wright. An American 
Architect who was preoccupied with this question of  relating buildings to the landscape 
and nature. Despite forging his own unique and beautiful style, he related many of  his 
works to these ancient theories. In particular his Prairie Houses used this Axis Mundi 
cruciform plan. Taliesin West which is located at the foot of  the hills in the desert, rest 
gently in the landscape. This building uses natural materials, embedding rocks from the 
mountain in the concrete as well as canvas flaps and attractive red wood beams. The 
plan in this case, is on the diagonal axis, but never the less has a central axis which lines 
up with the peak of  the hill in the background. Wright used boulders which he placed at 
various points. This symbolised the indigenous tribes that used to populate this region. 

This historical context relates to Brasilia in different terms. Brasil is a mainly Catholic 
country and there will be suggestions in Costa’s plan of  a cross, an aeroplane perhaps 
even a phoenix rising from the dusty landscape.  

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
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CHAPTER TWO

A BACKGROUND TO 
BRASILIA
 ‘I am very happy, notwithstanding all the criticism and despite certain things having 
been quite distorted. The project was one thing and became another but I think many 
features that characterise the city have survived, it is a serene city, different from all other 
Brasilian cities; it has a distinctive personality’
Lucio Costa

(El-Dahdah, 2005: 22)

Rio de Janerio (January River) was Brasil’s Capital until moves were made to relocate it 
to the central plateau in Goias in the late 50’s. Before this move cities in Brasil were suf-
fering from problems such as; poor transportation, housing, utilities and over crowding. 
Rio in particular was choked by the very nature of  it topography, flanked by the sea and 
mountains. Space a premium, favelas (shanty towns) sprung up which housed almost one 
third of  the population. 

At the time, Rio had a reputation as a relaxed city where you go to experience the sweet 
life. Residents of  Rio were often referred to as ‘Carioca’ which means a laid back, talker 
who does everything but work. This mentality, it was felt by the federal government had 
to change.

Also interestingly, Rio is an industrial centre and has a large university. It was seen as a 
place where radical ideas were born and it was in the interest of  the government to move 
the capital away from student and radical protests. This worked well in terms of  the Pilot 
Plan as it is designed to separate the residential axis from the main government building 
located in the cockpit of  the plan.

It is important also to note that Brasil’s federal bureaucracy was seen as inefficient and 
the general consensus amongst Brasilians was that Civil Servants were looked at with 
distain. Another factor to be considered, is what is known as the ‘Public Works Complex’ 
in Brasil. This is where new government administrations are preoccupied with 
building physical public projects. When the administration changes, i.e. a new president, 

work comes to a halt and skeleton sites are all that are left of  the projects. This mentality 
suggests that who ever is in power becomes preoccupied with their own projects, with 
little or no interest in past endeavours.

President Juscelino Kubitschek was in power during period. Part of  his political pledge, 
prior to this, had always been to build the new capitol. ‘Juscelino’, as he fondly became 
known to the Brasilian people, forged plans for this new city which was to be build in a 
four years, beginning in 1957. The ambition was to project Brasil as a world power.
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CHAPTER THREE

OSCAR NIEMEYER &
ROBERTO BERLE MARX

Brasilia is a three hander when it comes to creative talent. Lucio Costa designed the Pilot 
Plan for the city. Oscar Niemeyer was chief  architect and Roberto Berle Marx designed 
the landscaping.

Oscar Niemeyer, born in Rio in 1907 trained as an architect. He worked in the studio of  
Lucio Costa as well as later working on a project with President Kubitschek.

Niemeyer’s style of  architecture is elegant, simple and sculptural. Heavily influenced by 
modernist architecture he forged his own style. He continues to work in his old age as is 
famously known for his 1996 Niteroi Contemporary Art Museum outside Rio. He 
designed this at the age of  89.

Brasilia is a tableau of  his work. The monumental axis which crosses the Pilot Plan on 
the vertical, houses his incredible and varied buildings. Notably the National Congress 
with its upright and inverted cupola (bowl like dome) assembly halls, the National 
 Theatre and Cathedral.

What I admire about the buildings on the monumental axis is how different they are and 
how fluidly they work together in a distinctive language. The two administrative towers 
of  the Plaza of  Three Powers (305 ft high), which sit facing each  other, as if  two people 
having an intimate conversation, reach skyward. Overall the architecture is very much on 
the horizontal but the towers are a visual landmark at the cockpit of  the plan. As these 
are the highest points in the city it has a suggestion of  something symbolic, suggestive of  
the axis mundi of  Brasilia.

As Brasilia is a type of  garden city, Landscape Architect, Roberto Berle Marx was com-
missioned to design the planting especially that of  the Super Quadras (residential units). 
Berle Marx, born 1909 in Sao Paulo trained as a painter in Germany and developed a 
career as a designer, botanist and urban space artist. He is well known for the design of  
Flamengo Park in Rio.

The Berle Marx style is unique as again he is considered a modernist Landscape 
Architect. His designs are abstract shapes with often large groups of  the same plants to 
create palettes of  varying colours. In Brasilia he adapted this style, mainly in the 
residential wings of  the Plan. The car parking and surrounding landscape of  the 
SuperQuadras, residential blocks was his work. As the climate in Brasilia is fairly 
consistent, but still hot, he has lined the main routes and highways with trees. When 
planted it was projected they would grow to the height of  the residential slabs. They 
provide good shade for those walking from one community Quadra to another. 
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE PILOT PLAN

Lucio Costa won the competition to design Brasilia in March 1957. The inauguration 
date was set for April 21st 1960.  A city, long time in the planning was due to rise from 
the dusty orange terrain in central Brasil.
 
Throughout my research I have come across a huge amount of  criticism towards the 
design of  Brasilia. Many of  the points are valid and worth discussion. It is also worth 
noting, Brasilia is the product of  an often corrupt political system and a difficult period 
in Brasil’s history. As I examine the urban design of  Brasilia, I will also keep in mind the 
philosophy of  Brasil and attempt to marry the two. Despite the negative press, in 
particular, (Holston, 1989) who portrays an overall negative viewpoint, I will endeavor to 
look at the positive qualities of  this incredible new city.

The Congress Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) which existed from 
the late 20’s to mid 60’s put forward their manifesto, of  what the ultimate modern city 
should encompass. Brasilia embodies their theory and follows Le Corbusier’s guidelines 
‘The keys to city planning are to be found in four functions: housing, work, recreation 
and traffic’ (Le Corbusier, 1957: 77).

A competition was launched to design the new Capitol and of  the 26 entries, Lucio 
Costa’s plan won. The competition brief  composed of  two parts. The first was a scale 
drawing at 1:25,000 showing the basic layout of  the proposed city and the second a 
supporting report. Lucio Costa’s submission modest in approach contained five medium 
sized cards with no technical drawings or models.

On first glance, the proposal known as the Pilot Plan takes the form of  an aeroplane. 
The plan spans 5,500m on its central axis, while the wing span of  the South and North 
residential wings measure 5,700 each.

 The cultural and philosophical world view of  Brasilians, bears mentioning. The 
country, Catholic based, has a deep rooted spiritual belief  as well as a strong colonial tie 
to its European Portuguese roots. The Pilot Plan has other connotations; it has been 
suggested as a phoenix rises from the ashes and a dove, which has a strong catholic 

suggestion. The plan can also be interrupted as a cross, the symbol of  the Catholic 
Church.

The symbolic placing of  the new city in the centre of  Brasil suggests an axis mundi for 
the country. It has added to the Goias region and brought with it a transport infra 
structure, which provides new life and economy, to the near forgotten regions of  North 
Brasil.

Brasilian people have a reputation for been laid back, relaxed and know how to enjoy 
life. This sense of  lifestyle relates to the plan of  Brasil in terms of  its design. The plan 
has often been compared to a Hammock which is a Brasilian invention. The hammock 
of  course serves many purposes but has a suggestion of  leisure, sleep and basking in the 
warm climate. 
Interestingly in an article the author takes this analysis even further and argues ‘The 
vertical axis sees Brasilia as fitting consistently into a larger nation, building process based 
on the search for independence from foreign affairs. The other line, more horizontal, 
questions this view and argues that the history of  the city includes other polemical 
internal elements, such as pre-history, symbols and allegories, religious and social 
dimensions, which are now coming to the surface’ (Nascimento, 2006: 2).

The idea of  building the new city found its origins early on. President Kubischeck may 
have been the catalyst for moving the build forward but history shows that the initial idea 
came from a far more ethereal source. A Catholic Priest, Dom Bosco had a dream of  a 
‘promised land of  milk and honey, of  unconceivable wealth’ (Nascimento, 2006: 2). It 
was this early event which inspired Brasilia’s eventual construction.

After the political regime of  1889 from monarchy to republic, the constitution choose 
to elect 14,400 sq km’s for building the new city. The plan was there, almost a Biblical 
prophecy. 

Brasil is a country of  paradoxes. In my research I find myself  admiring the country and 
its New Capitol, however there is something disconcerting. I have discussed the spiritual 
and leisure connotations but there is a flip side to this thinking. If  on the surface the city 
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE PILOT PLAN
suggests these positive objectives, then it is worth mentioning the sub text of  this city’s 
design.

When Brasila was built the country was under a military junta which amounted to noth-
ing more then a dictatorship styled regime. The government was overpowered by the 
military coup d’Etat in 1964, which was unwelcomed and left the country in a definite 
state of  dictatorship. This resulted in harsh censorship and economic decline. 

The military state both prior to 1964 and right up until 1985, changed the mythology of  
Brasil. This relates directly to Brasilia in terms of  how the city was designed.

If  the military possessed such power they were keen to suppress Communist threats. 
Brasilia can be seen as a city of  defense. By locating the city in the land locked centre of  
the country, the government is safely tucked away. This meant that the military has 
strategic connections and exits were available to different regions of  Brasil. This allowed 
for easy mobilisation of  military force and access to neighbouring countries.

By moving the government and capital away from the laid back radical influences of  Rio 
de Janeiro the occupation ensured a resistant proof  solution. This sounds far fetched in 
theory but when you examine the plan of  Brasilia this ethos becomes all too clear.

The city is designed like an aeroplane which in itself  suggests power, luxury and wealth. 
Lucio Costa has placed the government buildings in the cockpit of  the plan. These 

buildings, designed by architect Niemeyer, comprise of  the Plaza of  Three Powers and 
administrative Ministries.  The buildings monumental, sit elegantly in the terrain. Space 
is generous here but what is notable is how far away they are positioned from the rest of  
the city.
 
This is not without purpose. If  the people of  Brasilia or outside forces were to mobilise 
and attempt protest it is extremely difficult. Whereas in Rio, a relatively small but 
compact city, student or other groups can easily organise protests. 

South of  the government building sits the man made, Lake Paranoa, which was created 
for the city. It involved damming the Paranoa River. This serves on one hand as defense 

from the south and also doubles to house leisure activities for the citizens.

‘I reduced the slab to the scale of  the individual, closer to the ground and more in 
agreement with our tradition, so to speak; and this was implemented in the quadras, thus 
limiting building height to six floors’

(El-Dahdah, 2005: 19)

Brasila’s Pilot Plan contains two residential areas, one been on North and the other on 
the South Wing. They are intersected in the centre by the Monumental Axis. Costa 
designed neighborhood units which comprised of  quadrilaterals, each side approx. 280m 
long. These became known as SuperQuadras (superblocks). By 1960 there were 120 
SuperQuadras.

The design of  these SuperQuadras, were large in scale, with the purpose of  providing 
space and quality of  life. These were landscaped by Roberto Berle Marx and the 
intention was that the height of  the trees would match the height of  the buildings. The 
ample planting of  trees also provide shade this hot climate. 

Each SuperQuadra is flanked by a 20m greenbelt, which occupies 26% of  the ground 
area. 

The Quadra is populated by 2,500 people with eleven residential units, or slabs.  The 
slabs are no more then six floors high. It works out that each apartment receives 85sq 
meters of  green space. This is generous and suggests the design is aiming at the garden 
city ideal. 

‘The key to Costa’s housing scheme for Brasilia was not in creating a residential scale 
that simply looked different from other traditional cities. Rather, he sought to foster a 
new kind of  urban living’ (El-Dahdah, 2005: 31).  Costa aimed to design residential areas 
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE PILOT PLAN 
which fostered the idea of  community living. Taking into consideration that residents 
would come from all over the country, he attempted to provide a tranquil and attractive 
living situation. By offering lots of  green space and restricted height, he aimed to mirror 
the traditional village. The buildings, very much Corbusier in style are liberated from the 
ground on pilotis. This means that the quadras are open, allowing free access to other 
residents. This was based on the idea of  people visiting local communities and a sense of  
village clusters.

The restricted height of  the buildings also meant that despite been apartment living it 
was still ideal for families. Mothers could easily call down to their children playing in the 
outdoor green space. 

Commercial areas can be found between the Quadras, as well as schools, cinemas and 
community spaces. They were designed to be ‘within walking distance, while safeguarding 
the area from heavy through traffic. Local shops and schools were to double as meeting 
places’ (El-Dahdah, 2005: 41). 

A common criticism of  Brasilia, is the lack of  street corners which is so integral to 
Brasilian life. As a modernist city, Brasilia has challenged this notion. If  people miss a 
street corner, they will technically create their own new version of  this. In the case of  
Brasilia, the line of  commercial units may contain a coffee shop or perhaps a grocer 
where people meet and exchange gossip and news. The amount of  green space and more 
then adequate shade also offers park opportunities to hide from the blazing Sun, people 
watch and meet with neighbours. 

When we look at traditional ideas of  a city we can examine the Italian piazza. ‘Typically at 
one corner there is a church representing spiritual power at another a museum, library or 
university representing learning, knowledge and culture; at a third the town hall or castle 
epitomizing worldly power and at the fourth a market hall or trade outlet 
expressing commercial power. The square in the middle is their point of  exchange for 
face to face encounter, news, gossip, the exchange of  ideas’ (Landry, 2008: 119). The 
residential wings here in Brasilia mirror this classic idea but using a different language. 
There is no one specified piazza but each SuperQuadra contains its own version of  a 

mini public square. Perhaps not as opulent as the Italian piazza, but never the less present 
in a different form.

It could be said that the buildings look alike, perhaps even ugly. Again we are faced with 
the question of  whether or not a person likes modernist architecture to begin with. The 
city has tackled this issue by personalising areas underneath the slabs. The pilotis and sub 
buildings are often used for artists work or creative mosaics. Some attempts have been 
made to green roof  areas but this has resulted in complicated building laws which were 
laid down when Brasilia was first built.

People like to have walls and fences around their properties. This sense of  ownership 
empowers people. In Brasilia apartments don’t have front gardens, but instead space is 
shared. If  the buildings are freed from the grounds on pilotis and there is a sense of  
openness I wonder if  this creates a positive living environment in Brasilia. Could this 
openness related to the openness of  the people who live there? Perhaps there is a higher 
sense of  community? 

Brasilia is a car city, Lucio Costa made this clear in his design. From a sustainable point 
of  view this makes the city dated but Brasilia is a city of  its time. Car manufacturing was 
booming during this period and lifestyles were geared towards having a car. If  we are to 
examine what a potential city of  the future would look like, we anticipate car free cities 
of  the future.

In ‘The Creative City’, Landry argued, ‘taming the car has not made these places dull, 
slow paced and uninspiring. It has not blunted their wealth creating capacity or the edge 
of  their urban creativity. The car the great connector has ultimately, in cities at least, 
restricted communication and human contact. Cities that encourage walking, the chance 
encounter and face to face contact foster creativity, wealth and well-being’ (Landry, 2008: 
73).

The Belem-Brasilia highway linking north to South, was to be a great advancement for 
Brasil’s transport infrastructure. This meant that goods, commerce and communications 
were improved for the central and further regions of  rural Brasil. 
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE PILOT PLAN
‘You want to move the capital from Rio de Janeiro to the Goias highplains?  I trust God 
that such a foolish thing will never be done’
(Senator Catunda, 1905)

‘Brasilia conceived as an intimate part of  a national transport and development plan 
designed to project the country to the forefront of  world affairs. The city itself  was to 
cause regional development and to symbolise what a modern capital should be’ 
(Wright, 1987: 1)

The major problem with Brasilia is that the Plan calls for each household to be in owner-
ship of  a car. However if  you do not life becomes difficult. As the residents of  the Pilot 
Plan were middle class and well paid employees serving the Government, salaries 
afforded them this luxury. 

Costa’s Plan involved a series of  roads and highways which enclose the SuperQuadras. 
The Clover Leaf  roudabouts, large in scale in the Monumental Axis but smaller closer 
to the residential slabs, had few traffic lights and stop signs. However since 1960 the city 
has just as many traffic lights as other Brasilian cities.  The Clover Leaf  design is based 
on the American Interstate Highway System (Wright 1987: 286). However as in Brasilia’s 
case u-turns are acceptable (whereas probibited in the States) which meant that accidents 
were frequent. 

There is also the time issue. A journey could be made on foot from a SuperQuadra to the 
Primary School could take 10mins. It can take the same amount of  time by car.  However 
parents were reluctant to allow their children to walk as it could be dangerous.

Costa has placed underpasses approx. every 500m. The entrances are not clearly visible 
and have a reputation for been poorly lit, dangerous and smelly. However there is one 
exception, where the underpass between the Commercial and South Banking Centre, 
houses crafts shops and has become a tourist attraction. 

A more successful solution is to take the underpass away and install pedestrian and cyclist 
overpass bridges which intersect the highways. This has worked well in the Dutch city of  
Lelystad. This however is easily achieved by lowering the roadway and using the landfill 

to create mounds on either side thereby facilitating these bridges.

Cycling is practically non existent in Brasilia apart from within the local SuperQuadras. 
Accidents are 5-8 times higher here then in the US or Europe and the majority of  these 
are pedestrian. As there initially was a total absence of  cycling highways, it meant inter 
Quadra travelling was almost a suicidal undertaking. 

Again there is that contraction in the design of  Brasilia. On one hand it’s a garden city, 
beautifully landscaped and tree lined throughout. This is indicative of  a city of  lifestyle, 
peaceful. People like to travel from one place to another but it seems to get from the 
South Wing to North to visit a relative or friend becomes a difficult journey. Basic leisure 
pursuits such as walking and cycling are negated here. There is a suggestion in the design 
that perhaps residents should stay confined to their immediate Quadra. Kept prisoner in 
their specific zones.

This may seem far fetched but considering the military under tones of  this city I am not 
so sure. If  Brasilia was build as a defensive city then the Government was not just 
concerned with keeping people out but also controlling those within.  Consider the 
difficulties involved in a short drop off  at school. Imagine immobilising a huge protest. 

In the centre of  the Monumental Axis sits the sub level bus station. This is worth 
mentioning in terms of  how in particular Brasilia has failed. 

The buses serve the numerous Satellite towns, which have grown up outside the Pilot 
Plan. These supply the work force for Brasilia, servants and staff. Theses workers, often 
earning below minimum wage, travel long distances, sometimes three hours a day 
involving bus changes. Prices for bus travel are very expensive and travel is crowded and 
uncomfortable. Bus companies in Brasilia became privatised and resulted in price 
increases and profits for the bus companies increased by 12%. Even by 1986 there still 
was no public inspection of  the bus company’s accounts (Wright 1987: 291). 
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CONCLUSION

This short study has highlighted many of  the issues concerning Brasilia as a Town Plan.  
The press has not been kind, but then as with anything new and ground breaking this is 
often the case. The blame does not lie with the Architect but there is a deeper reason. 
Lucio Costa designed to a brief. As I mentioned the political climate was extremely 
complex and this had in turn a monumental effect on how this city came about. 

I do wonder back in 1883 when Dom Bosco awoke from his dream, whether the reality 
has reflected his dream of  a Garden of  Eden in Brasil’s Centre? If  the political climate 
was different would the city look the same? Perhaps under a 
different President it could have been traditional in style reflecting Brasil’s traditional 
roots.

Modernist Architecture is often seen as a threat, an intimating force. Again this could 
have been used for that very reason. Le Corbusier, a great Architect had a huge influence 
on the design of  this city. His architecture, while wonderful and advanced, is often cold 
and lacks empathy. Le Corbusier also embarked on his own town planning projects with 
little success. Costa who started his career specialising in Colonial Architecture, moved 
to Modernist. His architecture is a great success, but like Corbusier, he ventured into the 
realm of  town planning and this has resulted in problems.

We should not forget that Brasilia was created in more or less three years. That is 
incredible. There are problems with the design, namely the transport. However the city is 
a beautiful creature which rises from the sun baked terrain. It sits proudly as the heart of  
a new Brasil. It is saying something brave and highlights the contradictions of  this 
troubled country.

Brasil, with its echoes of  a European past, its African colours, and its Samba, sings to a 
unique musical beat. It is clearly a country of  potential, creativity and intelligence, but at 
the same time extremely sad, with its stark divisions between rich and poor. I wonder if  
the country solved its problems would it still poccess its unique quality? Would a city like 
Brasilia ever have been build? 
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